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LIKE STRANDED
VESSELS
KELL y GRANT HORROCKS

went to the woods because I wished to see what constitutes deliberate living. During a two-week hiatus from school, I had
spent a lot of time reading Thoreau . His experiences in the backwoods of New England prompted my visit to Walden Pond,
where he had lived in solitude for two years.
I drove toward Concord, following the green tourist signs to
the Pond turnoff. Pine trees grew thick and tall around the entrance. The ground was covered with brown needles and the
branches overhead shaded the road. I was beginning to enjoy the
quiet when I turned the corner and came upon a grimy cafe with
two ancient gas pumps in front. A large neon sign over the door
blinked EAT HERE AND GET GAS. I pressed the accelerator a
little harder. We are determined to be starved before we are hungry. After another corner, I turned into a cleared field reserved for tourists visiting the Pond and was immediately confronted by a young
girl dressed like a forest fire commercial. Her identification tag
read PARKING ATTENDANT.
" Excuse me ma'am, there's a two-dollar fee for parking
services."
Parking services? I looked around the field that passed off as a
parking lot. There were only two other cars and the lot itself was
filled with numerous holes and bumps strategically hidden by the
tall grass. I had, in fact, decapitated a number of daisies when I
shut my door. The girl however looked persistent. I paid the two
dollars.
"May I ask what the two dollar fee is for?"
"Parking and use of the bathing facilities."
She rattled off her answer mechanically, as if she had spent
many hours memorizing it and was glad for the opportunity to
display her apparently hard-won kowledge. What we do best or most
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perfectly is what we have most thoroughly learned by the longest practice.
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"But I'm not going swimming; I just want to walk around ."
This, I could see, baffled the poor girl. Her "Guide Book for
Amateur Forest Rangers" had probably not covered "park and
walk" situations. If one came to the Pond, it was to swim, not
walk. I offered, "Why don't you give me one dollar back and I
promise I won't use the bathing facilities." What demon possessed me
that I behaved so well?
She looked blankly at me and handed one of the dollars back.
"You promise you won't get wet? I mean, if I see you've gotten
wet I'll have to ask you to pay."
Under the circumstances I thought this was fair. It is the characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things. I climbed over an embankment and headed for the wooded side of the Pond; in seconds another forest fire commercial appeared.
"Hey, you, what are ya doing? You havta stay on the path."
I turned to face him . "I'm not going to the beach, I'm just
walking around."
Once again the baffled look appeared.
"Walk around?" He regained his trickle of thought. "Uh,
that's against the park rules. We must look after the welfare of
our visitors."
More recitation. The only danger I could imagine in these
woods was running into another park ranger, and I shuddered at
the thought.
"Yup," he went on, "never know what might happen. There
are some pretty strange characters in these woods."
I had to agree with him.
"That's why I keep this baby handy." He patted a fat revolver
hanging from a fatter hip.
"Incredible," I thought. "They actually gave him a gun ."
"Yup," he smiled at me, "makes people respect a man, this
does."
I smiled nervously and backed away to the path. To be in company, even the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating.

he

path ended abruptly in sandy beach just north of a monstrous white concessions stand where a girl about twenty stood
sipping a Coke. This frame so slightly dad, walked down to the
edge of the water, tested the temperature with her toes and evidently found it satisfactory. She wore enough make-up to nearly
disguise her features; I couldn't imagine how she could get wet
without her face running like a watercolor in the rain. She
glanced up and, seeing my stare, gave me a sharp look. / returned
it sharper than I received it and sat down to watch the ritual. Sitting
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on her towel, she freshened her lipstick, brushed her hair, took another sip of Coke, tip-toed to the water's edge and finally walked
in. As she disappeared deeper into the water, I could imagine first
her feet, then her ankles, then knees and thighs slowly dissolving
in to suntan oil and moisture cream; soon there would be nothing
left but a yellowish smudge of grease and oil and a tiny green bikini floating on top of the water, where a goddess might trail her
gannents.
A few feet away three or four women in (I guessed) their midforties, jabbered at each other. I found myself neighbor to birds. One
woman , the scarlet tanager, was smudging Noxema on her red
nose, her words muffled in a gob of cream as she spoke. A smaller
woman, the field sparrow, tried in vain to add to the conversation
but finally settled for quick chirps in the space the other took to
breathe. The third, the whippoorwill, divided her attention between her companions and a small boy playing by the water.
"WILL-iam. WILL-iam! Don't get too near the water, you
hear?"
It would have been impossible for William not to hear as everyone else on the beach could, but he ignored her call and played as
near to the water as he could. Near poor William was a young
man eyeing a group of girls playing frisbee. His face was blank except for a slight smile as he watched the group running up and
down the beach. There are none happy in the world but the being who
enjoys a vast horizon. He was not alone in his vigil; a mouse-like
man with horn-rimmed glasses that blinked in the sun also kept
watch over the game. Behind him a large woman waddled up
carrying two styrofoam cups. She nudged him with a fat knee,
spilling the contents of one of the cups. He turned reluctantly
from the frisbee game to rearrange the blanket according to her
directions. I held my breath as she slowly descended to the
ground, her huge shadow ominously covering the mouse with the
glasses.

The

sun was hot on the white sand and I decided to go for a
walk around the lake. At the edge of the woods, I saw a sign declaring HOURLY TOURS. Fate was with me ; a thin attractive
girl was gathering people to begin the tour. I managed to get a
position in back behind two round ladies who effectively blocked
my view of everything ahead. Though the view from my door was still
more contracted, I did not f eel crowded or confined in the least. The
tour guide began her well-rehearsed speech.
"As you know , the park offers hourly tours every hour. "
I was relieved she cleared that pressing question up. I thought
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I'd give her another chance.
"This tour takes you to the site of Henry David Thoreau's cabin on the edge of the Pond. As you know, he lived there for
nearly two years."
So far so good. I could guess from the smiles she was giving a
young man in the front that our guide had other interests outside
of old Henry David. What she had in mind, I didn't know, but

there was pasture enough for my imagination.
The little group began to move along the path to the west side
of the Pond. Not much was said along the way since we were
moving at a rather fast pace. The two rotund ladies in front of me
were having a terrible time trying to walk so rapidly over a path
that was as well-defined as the parking lot. I could picture them
falling and squashing the small Italian man who was nervously
trotting in front of them. At least if I fell, it would be on something soft. They puffed along with strained smiles on their red
faces and tried to enjoy the scenery. Unconscious despair is concealed

under what is catted the games and amusements of mankind.
To my side was a young couple dressed for anything but a
jaunt through the woods of New England. The girl wore a short
blue skirt with sequined pockets and a fake-fur wrap that she
hugged tightly, in fear, perhaps, that some furry creature of the
wood would come scampering out in recognition of a lost relative. Her companion, an emaciated young man, looked very uncomfortable in his sport coat. His scraggy beard and mustache
cried out for a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. From the despair of the

city you go into the despair of the country and have to console yourself
with the bravery of minks and muskrats. Such was the part of creation
where I had squatted. The path led into a leafy clearing; the guide
stopped and waited for us to gather around.
"We are now at the spot where Thoreau built his cabin."
I saw the outlines of a stone foundation not more than six feet
square. Thoreau had not understated the "clean and airy" look of
his cabin. No remnants of walls, roof, steps or even a cellar hole
to console us. I thought ruefully of the long and tiring trip we
had just taken and looked again at the barely distinguishable
foundation. It was suggestive somewhat of a picture in outline.
"As you can see," our guide went on, "Thoreau was a man of
simple needs."
"I think he was just plain simple," the fat woman in front of
me whispered. She had not taken her eyes off the ruins of the cabin since we arrived and there was a look of desperation on her
face. I was determined, however, to get my money's worth out of
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this and tried to focus my attention on what the guide was
sayrng.
"There is a railroad to your left that ran here even in the time
of Thoreau."
"'And if the railroads are not built how shall we get to heaven
in season?'" I couldn't resist the remark .
The guide stopped in mid-sentence and turned to me for the
first time.
" Did you have a question, ma'am?" (She was being mce, or
trying to.)
"No, please go on."
She hesitated, then turned to the group.
"Thoreau was a realist in a sense."
"'Be it life or death, we crave only reality .'" I looked around
at the group and smiled innocently. The woman beside me
grabbed her little boy and pulled him away, giving me a wide-eyed
stare. I was enjoying myself tremendously. "'If we are really
dying, let us hear the rattle in our throats and feel cold in the extremities ; if we are alive, let us go about our business. '" By now I
had taken a stand on a tree stump.
The muskrat in the sport coat looked up for the first time.
"Hey, wow man, like, I can relate."

Hs

companion in the fur wrap stared off into space, nodding
her head in a vague way as if she had just uncovered the answer to
life. The woman with the little boy hugged him tighter against
her. I gave her a wide smile; the guide, too, had stopped now .
"ls there something wrong, ma'am?"
" Not at all, please go on."
She cleared her throat and began, but her eyes were on me. I
smiled.
"If you look to the right you can see the Pond. Thoreau lived
alone here with only the woods and the Pond for company."
"'What company has that lonely lake, I pray? And yet it has
not the blue devils but the blue angels in it ... ' " The two corpulent companions squealed and nearly knocked one another down
in their hurry to move away from me. The guide stammered,
"Perhaps we'd better leave now, it's getting late. Now, if we'd all
cooperate ... "
" 'To cooperate, in the highest as well as the lowest sense,
means to get our living together.'"
The only one who didn't stare at me in horror now was the
little Italian man who, I assumed, had no idea what I was saying.
He smiled expectantly at me.
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The woman with the little boy backed away. "God in heaven,"
she whispered.
I turned to her, " 'Heaven is both under our feet and above
us,' " I proclaimed.
"She's crazy!" the fat woman shrieked, and headed for the path
in a labored gallop.
"It's time we left ... " the guide began.
"'Time is but a stream I go a-fishin' in. I drink at it but while
I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its
thin current slides away but eternity remains.'"
The mink and the muskrat were kneeling in homage at my
feet; the little Italian man, sensing something amiss, looked in bewilderment from one face to another. By now the guide and the
young man in the front were edging toward the path.
"'My head is hands and feet. I feel all my best faculties concentrated in it. My instincts tell me that my head is an organ for
burrowing .. .' "
That was enough. I was alone. The sun reflected brightly on
the pond and gave the grove where I stood on my stump a greenyellow glow. I smiled and sat down, enjoying, as Henry had, the
solitude of the moment. I am no more lonely than the loon in the
pond that laughs so loud, or than Walden Pond itself.
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generation abandons the enterprises

'f another like stranded vessels."
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